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DIGEST:

1. When, at time exchanges occurred, both pro-
tester and contracting officer regarded
series of letters and meetings as opportunity
to clarify agency's requirements, exchanges
do not constitute protest and subsequent
"initial adverse agency action" which would
require filing of protest to GAO within 10
days.

2. GAO standard of review for benchmark is same
as for any other technical evaluation pro-
cedure: if benchmark is rationally based,
its use as evaluation tool is within dis-
cretion of procuring agency.

3. When benchmark programs appear to represent
system worklecad and, combined with functional
demonstration, provide reasonable basis for
identifying offeror with lowest life-cycle
cost, use of benchmark as evaluation tool
is within discretion of procuring agency.

Computer Sciences Corporation {(CSC) protests the
award of a contract for teleprocessing services to sup-
pert the Army's recruiting, training, and reenlistment
programs to Boeing Computer Services Company.

CSC, the incumbent contractor, argues that the pro-
grams which-comprised the benchmark which all offerors
vere required to run did not accurately or completely
represent the actual work to be performed under the
contract.
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Our Acceounting and Financial Management Division has per-
formed a technical review of the benchmark. Based on this
review and the record before us, we deny CSC's protest. The
details are as follows:

Background

This procurement was conducted by the General Services
Administration for the Army Military Personnel Center in con-
nection with the Army's "REQUEST" and "RETAIN" systems. These
systems permit recruiters and career counselors to identify
and reserve training spaces for new recruits and reenlistees,
based on their individual preferences and qualifications. In
addition, all Army enlisted assignments are processed through
RETAIN.

Both REQUEST and RETAIN were installed during the 1970's
on CSC's INFONET system, with software developed by Systems
Automation Corporation (SAC). The protested procurement was
a new competition for the services which CSC has been pro-
viding since that time.

The solicitation, No. CDPA 78-5, was prepared by SAC in
conjunction with the Army over a period of approximately two
and one-half years, beginning in May 1976. It included a
series of computer programs, designed to represent the REQUEST
and RETAIN workload, which offerors converted, compiled, and
executed on their own systems prior to subnitting cost and
technical proposals. Those who found it necessary to make
changes in order to adapt the programs, based on the INFONET
systen, to other manufacturers' equipment were required to
submit all such changes to the contracting officer's technical
staff for approval.

Approved offerors then completed a pre-proposal bench-
mark which tested their systems for certain mandatory capa-
bilities listed in the solicitation. They also ran the various
pregrams 10 times each and averaged the results. These results
were used to conplete cost tables, contained in the solicita-
tion, which offerors were required to subnit to GSA along
with detailed written descriptions of thelr execution of the
benchmark programs and printouts of the results.

After evaluating cost and technical provosals, GSA sched-
uled a second, Government—-witnessed benchmark for all offerors
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who were in the competitive range. According to the solic-
itation, the primary purpose of this supervised benchmark
was to validate results of the pre-proposal run. GSA also
indicated that it intended to use it to monitor costs and
performance of the successful contractor by re-running the
programns at random intervals during the life of the contract.
If costs were more than five percent over those developed
from the benchmark, the contractor's monthly invoice was to
be adjusted according to a specific formula contained in the
solicitation.

Award was to be made to the offeror whose system, meeting
all mandatory requirements, had the lowest evaluated life-cycle
cost.

Timeliness

A threshold issue is whether, as GSA argues, CSC's protest
is untimely. The agency contends that a series of letters and
meetings between CSC and the contracting officer constituted
protests and that "initial adverse agency action" occurred on
or before June 14, 1979, when the contracting officer informed
CSC by letter that its assumptions regarding the benchmark
were "erroneous." :

CSC, on the other hand, asserts that these letters and
meetings were part of a "continuing process" by which it
"attenpted to gain clarification of the RFP's requirements
and GSA's interpretation" of them.

Our Bid Protest Procedures state that if a protest is
filed with the contracting agency, any subsequent protest to
our Office must be received within 10 days after the protester
knew or snould have known of "initial adverse agency action."
4 C.F.R. § 20.1(a) (1980). The contracting officer in this
case characterized his letter of June 14 as an "opportunity
to clarify and correct CSC's misconceptions," and it does
not appear that any of the parties regarded it as a denial
of a protest at that time. We therefore do not believe this
letter constituted adverse action by GSA.

CSC's protest was filed with our Office more than 30 days
before the amended closing date for receipt of initial pro-
posals, as required by section 20.2(b) of our Procedures,
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supra, as well as before the date for submission of benchmark
data, as required by our decision in Information International,
Inc., B~191013, August 8, 1980, 80-2 CpPD 100; id., S8SA-—-Request
for Reconsideration, October 7, 1980, 80-2 CPD 246. Therefore,
except for an issue involving reentrant code capability which
was not raised until after the closing date for receipt of ini-
tial proposals, we find the protest is timely.

Sufficiency of the Benchmark

CSC contests the legality of the benchmark as an evalua-
tion tool from both a technical and cost standpoint. (The firm
has stated that a number of other grounds of protest raised with
our Office were rendered "moot" by actions taken by GSA.)

A. Simultaneous Access

Specifically, CSC alleges that the benchmark failed to test
offerors' ability to handle a large number of simultaneous users.
CSC points out that according to the solicitation, the average
number of simultaneous users of REQUEST and RETAIN will vary
from 16 to 80, depending on time of day, and may be as high as
139. A benchmark for a system reqguiring simultaneous access
capability -- but concededly not testing that capability -- is
insufficient, CSC argues.

According to CSC, the benchmark could not provide an accur-
ate picture of a system's "level of resource consumption.”" In
most systems, CSC contends, more computer resources may be con-
sumed as more simultaneous users come "on line." Although such
is not the case with INFOMNET, CSC states, the Army has no way
of verifying this from the benchmark. :

B. File Access Method

CSC further complains that the benchmark did not require
offerors to exercise their "random access capability,"” although
this is a requirement of REQUEST and RETAIN. {(Random or direct
access indicates that a record can be entered into or obtained
from the file in a manner which depends only on the location
of that particular record, and not on the location of all
previously-entered records.) If random access for multiple
simultaneous users 1s not provided, CSC states, a system's
performance will degrade and costs will increase as the number
of users increases (presumably because in sequential access,
more records must be read, taking more time and using more
computer resources).
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C. Performance Demonstrations

CSC also criticizes the “functional" or "performance"
demonstrations which GSA used to test system capabilities not
included in the benchmark -- such as ability to support multiple
simultaneous users and method of file access -- because the
demonstrations (1) did not consider costs and (2) involved only
two users. CSC contends that an offeror could "pass" the demon-
strations and the Government would still have no idea of what
actual costs of operating the system would be.

GSA's Response

GSA responds that the benchmark, combined with the per-
formance demonstrations, provided an acceptable means of evalu-
ating technical proposals and estimating life-cycle costs.

The only alternative means of testing offerors' ability
to handle multiple simultaneous users, GSA states, would have
been "load" or "stress" testing. This type of testing reguires
either use of Remote Terminal Emulation (RTE) (a new technique
in which a microcomputer simulates a large number of users) or
a live test demonstration in which as many as 139 users actually
would attempt to access the system at the same time. According
to GSA, not all offerors have RTE capability, and there is no
assurance that all RTEs are functionally equivalent. A live
test of the total proposed network, GSA continues, would have
given incumbent CSC an unfair advantage, since its equipment
was already in place; in addition, such a test would have been
difficult to control, non-repeatable, time~consuming, and expen-
sive.

GSA therefore argues that its decision to benchmark "a
logical subset of the teleprocessing capability" and use the
results to project "total system performance through extrapola-
tion" was an appropriate one. (In other words, GSA believes
that the benchmark programs consumed the same amounts and types

of computer resources as REQUEST and RETAIN, and that the results,

including costs, of running those programs could be accurately
projected and were valid regardless of the number of simultaneous
users.) ‘

GAQ Analysis

Benchmarking generally can be defined as a test under
controlled circumstances, intended to produce descriptive
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data which the Government needs to evaluate proposals. It
can be used, as here, both to assess the technical capabil-
ity and to compare the expected operating costs of a pro-
posed system. See generally Computer Network Corporation;
Tymshare, Inc., 56 Comp. Gen. 245 (1977), 77-1 CPD 31l.

In deciding a protest involving benchmarking, our stand-
ard of review is the same as for any other evaluation proce-
dure, i.e., the establishment of qualification and testing
procedures is a matter within the technical expertise of the
cognizant procuring activity. We will not question the use
of such procedures unless they are without a reasonable basis.
Tyrnshare, Inc., B-190822, September 5, 1978, 78-2 CPD 167.

Thus, if a benchmark is rationally based, its use as an
evaluation tool is within the discretion of the procuring
agency. Cf. Information International, Inc., supra, {(in which
we ‘found that the benchmark methodology used provided a rea-
sonable basis for determining the competitive range).

A. Simultaneous Access

In developing the penchmark for REQUEST and RETAIU, the
Army used the concept of a "single composite transaction.”
It determined, based on historical data and current estimates,
the average mix of programs required to enlist one person in
the Army and included these programs in the benchmark. The
Army then used the number of enlistments and reenlistments
expected to occur each year for the next five years as the
factor to project costs of running the benchmark and to esti-
mate life-cycle costs. ‘

The first guestion presented by CSC's protest is whether
the single composite transaction developed by the Army was
valid. Our review indicates that a relatively swmall number
of functions represents the majority of REQUEST and RETAIN
transactions. Most of these transactions are associated with
enlistment or reenlistment and involve similar operations,
such as selection of a school or a duty station. In addition
to combining these functions to produce a "model" transaction,
SAC and the Army tested the benchmark programs against actual
REQUEST and RETAIN operations, using "machine level utiliza-
tion measurements" (central processing unit time, input-output
counts, memory, and the like) to insure representativeness.
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We have carefully examined the record, including those
test results. In our opinion, the benchmark programs do con-
sume anounts and types of system resources equivalent to REQUEST
and RETAIN, and accurately represent work to be performed
under the contract. We therefore find no basis to object to
the use of the "model" transaction.

The second question is whether, when the system may be
used simultaneously by nearly 140 users, the cost data devel-
oped from a single composite transaction reasonably can be
projected to estimate life cycle costs. In our opinion it
can, because the costed portion of the benchmark is in fact
a "linear representation" of the system load. In other words,
the average amount of computer resources consumed by a single
user in completing a transaction appears to be the same,
regardless of the number of users. For example, the resources
consumed and the costs generated will be equivalent for 140
simultaneous users and for one user multiplied by 140.

We believe the benchmark would be invalid (1) if any ele-
ment in an offeror's pbilling algorithm (fornula) depended upon
the nunmber of simultaneous users, or (2) if a significant num-
ber of "collisions" occurred when two or more users tried to
access the system at the same time, requiring computer resources
to "referee" their requests. Neither, in our opinion, is the
case here.

The Army informs us that it has inspected all offerors'
algorithms and finds that none varies in proportion to the
number of simultaneous users. As for collisions, some of the
REQUEST and RETAIN files are "segmented" so that each user --
each Army activity, for example -- has its own data base,
so that collisions are impossible. For files which are shared,
the Army has structured them so that either a counter is
incremented or the record is re-read before it is updated.
With the "counter" approach, the system merely keeps track
of the number of places being reserved, such as school seats,
until capacity 1s reached. With the second approach, if, while
one recrult is considering an assignment which the systen
has indicated is available, another selects the same assign-
ment, when the first user subsequently attempts to reserve
it, he will be told that the place has been taken. Whether
a reservation is accepted or rejected, the user is advised,

so similar amounts of computer resources are consumed.
b

|
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_In our opinion, this type of collision will inot have a
significant impact on cost because the user receives a message
in any case. More importantly, the REQUEST and RETAIN data
base is so large -- more than a million records -- that very
few collisions occur. The reservation file alone, for exanple,
contains about 80,000 records on which there are approximately
16,000 transactions a month; the greatest number of collisions
reported by the Army in a given month is 10.

Further, the great majority of users are limited to cer-
tain functions for which REQUEST and RETAIN software has been
programmed, and do not use all possible capabilities of the
system. Only personnel responsible for maintenance and control
of the system have unrestricted access, which was not tested
in the benchmark and which might increase costs.

We therefore find that the single composite transaction
provided a reasonable basis for identifying the offeror with
the lowest evaluated life cycle costs, and that the benchmark
was sufficient -- from a cost standpoint -- as an evaluation
tool, even though it did not test simultaneous access capa-
bility.

B. File Access Method

CSC alleges that the benchmark did not require offerors
to demonstrate their direct access capability. This appears to
be true. However, GSA states that this capability was tested
during the performance demonstration. CSC's real concern
appears to be that, unless direct accessing was required dur-
ing the benchmark, costs which were evaluated on the basis of
the benchmark would bear no relation to actual system costs.
In operation, the Arny's extremely large data base will require
use of direct access 1in order to meet performance specifica-
tions, particularly response time. Thus, CSC correctly indi-
cates that unless offerors use the same access method during
the benchmark as they will be using during REQULST and RETAIN
operations, any comparison of costs among offerors will be
invalid.

The Army, however, assures us that it has nanually
reviewed benchmark listings, control language, and output to
insure that direct access was used during the benchmark. Ve
therefore believe CS8C's protest on this ground is acadenic.
Although the solicitation did not specifically require direct
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access to be used in the benchmark, failure to so specify

has not prejudiced any offeror nor adversely affected cost
evaluation. ‘

C. Performance Demonstrations

We believe it was essentlial that GSA use the performance
demonstrations to determine whether offerors had the technical
capability to handle simultaneous users. I[lowever, in view of
our conclusion that the numpber of such users will not have a
significant impact on costs, we do not believe that these
demonstrations had to be costed exercises. In addition, as
GSA points out, offerors have guaranteed simultaneous access
capability, and will be regquired to provide any additional
resources needed to meet this requirement at no additional
cost to the Government. We therefore do not believe it was
absolutely necessary to test more than two users during these
demonstrations.

In short, we find that the evaluation procedures used by
GSA in this case wevre wilithin the range of discretion possessed
by a procuring agency.

The protest is denied.

For the Comptroller Genfral
of the United States





